Oestrogen, its receptors and function in the male reproductive tract - a review.
Oestrogen is synthesized in the male reproductive system by at least three different cell types; Sertoli, Leydig and germ cells. Although testosterone is recognized as the primary sex steroid in man, oestrogen is produced in sizable quantities in the testis, as well as the brain and is found in extremely high concentrations in the semen of several species. The high concentration of oestrogen in rete testis fluid of the rodent is now thought to be derived from the conversion of testosterone to estradiol by P450 aromatase in germ cells of the testis and spermatozoa traversing the reproductive tract. This new major source of oestrogen would target oestrogen receptors in the male reproductive tract, in particular the efferent ductules, which contain the highest concentration of oestrogen receptor-alpha. This recent data raises new hypotheses regarding the role of oestrogen in the function of the male reproductive system. The oestrogen receptor-alpha knockout mouse was used to help define the function of oestrogen in the male. It was found that oestrogen receptor-alpha is essential for fluid reabsorption in the efferent ductules and in the absence of expression the male is infertile.